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Abstract
In 2003 George W. Bush launched a military and political campaign to 
invade and democratise Iraq. After three trips to the polls during the three 
years of the United States’ occupation, the Iraqi people have 
democratically elected representatives to oversee the physical and political 
rebuilding of their country. Numerous problems associated with the 
democratisation process have fueled debate between politicians and 
academics. These views have been represented in mainstream media and 
in official discourse. Additional commentaries on democratisation in Iraq 
have been located in Cyberspace. These commentaries are known as 
“blogspots” and offer a rare insight into the everyday life of Iraqi people as 
they face not only political change but also the social chaos of occupation 
under a foreign invader. This paper will outline the research potential of 
data from “cyberspace” and the “blogosphere” as contributing to an 
understanding of the social ramifications of democratisation via invasion 
and war for the women of Iraq. I will present a preliminary analysis of the 
blog “Baghdad Burning” and propose that this blog provides data which 
has the potential to significantly contribute to our understanding of how the 
cultural and behavioral values and norms of Iraq are affected by the United 
States military and political presence. Specifically, I will discuss the 
implications of Iraq’s new democratic constitution for women’s rights. 
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2Introduction
The rights of women in the new constitution are quite murky… 
(Riverbend, Saturday September 17, 2005). 
Rights and freedoms have become minor concerns compared to the 
possibility of civil war, the reality of ethnic displacement and cleansing, and 
the daily certainty of bloodshed and death 
(Riverbend, Monday October 03, 2005). 
In 2003, there was general talk of a secular Iraq; today, that no longer 
seems to be an option (Riverbend, Sunday November 06, 2005). 
The September 11 terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center and other American 
landmarks created the conditions for an invasion of Iraq. George Bush’s military and 
political campaign in Iraq involved a democratisation program initiating the transition 
from the military dictatorship of Saddam Hussein to democracy. Under these new 
democratic conditions the Bush administration claimed that terrorist attacks would 
decrease. In 2006, three years after the U.S. lead invasion, Iraq is facing a lack of 
security and basic needs such as electricity (Riverbend Tuesday May 02: 2006). This 
environment has provoked discussion amongst the academic, journalistic and political 
population. Some of the most pertinent and detailed responses to the current social 
atmosphere in Iraq have come from Iraq’s population. Amal Salman, a fourteen-year 
old Iraqi girl poses the question: ‘where is democracy?’ (Shadid 2005: 338). She goes 
on to say, ‘I used to think that democracy was something that benefited the people. But 
what has democracy done?’ (Shadid 2005: 338). Many responses indicate that any 
expectation of increased freedom and equality for women under the banner of 
democracy, have not been realised. Women’s rights advocates are suggesting that 
women in Iraq may have enjoyed more freedom under the military dictatorship of 
Saddam Hussein than they do under the Bush administration’s emerging democracy – 
a democracy that empowers women to vote and little else (Moghadam 2005). The 
purpose of this paper is to discuss the rights of women under the present government 
of Iraq. Research into the availability of informants within Iraq has taken into 
consideration the restrictions war places on communication. Looking outside the 
boundaries of traditional research techniques has located weblogs commenting on the 
war in Iraq. Using the data available from ‘cyberspace’ and the ‘blogosphere’ including 
‘blogspots’, I will present a preliminary analysis of an Iraqi woman’s perceptions of the 
democratic process in Iraq. I propose that the blog ‘Baghdad Burning’ written by a 
female living in Iraq, provides data which has the potential to significantly contribute to 
our understanding of how the cultural and behavioral values and norms of Iraqis are 
affected by the United States military and political presence.  
In this paper I will specifically focus upon the current challenge to women’s rights 
presented by the new Iraqi constitution and fundamentalist Islamist groups. Initially, I 
will summarise the historical and contemporary circumstances that have impacted 
upon decisions to ‘democratise’ Iraq taking into consideration the historical role of 
women in Islamic texts and Iraqi society. Life for women in the ‘new-Iraq’ will be 
outlined and compared to the social experience of women under the military 
dictatorship of Saddam Hussein. The growing phenomenon of ‘blogging’ as a new 
rhetorical space and alternative source of information to mainstream media and official 
government discourse will then be addressed, along with methodological problems that 
may be encountered. I will discuss how investigating responses encountered in 
cyberspace informs analysis of the unfolding role of women in Iraqi society today, with 
reference to Riverbend’s weblog ‘Baghdad Burning’. Abdela (2005), Efrati (2005), 
Human Rights Watch (2006), Moghadam (2005) and Riverbend argue that the present 
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politicians in the new Iraqi government; the lack of women’s inclusion in political 
processes; the incorporation of Shari’ah into the previously secular laws of Iraq’s 
constitution; and the rise of fundamental religious groups across Iraq. I will discuss 
each of these areas, commenting upon how the officiating of women’s rights and 
female participation has been sidelined in political processes due to social chaos in 
Iraq. I will then discuss the incorporation of Shari’ah law in the new constitution, the rise 
of fundamentalism and the impact these forces may have for the future of Iraqi women. 
Iraqi Women throughout History 
In order to understand the conditions, in which the role of women has developed in 
Iraq, various historical events that have affected the political and social development of 
the region must be outlined. Iraq’s complex culture is a product of a history that is 
variously marked by paganism, Islam, the Ottoman Empire and European colonialism 
(Shadid 2005: 10). The creation of ‘Iraq’ in 1914 disregarded settled territories and 
fundamentally drew lines through pre-existing territories inhabited by local peoples of 
different culture and ethnicity. This creation of geographical boundaries and countries 
such as Iraq and Iran has created intense border conflicts (Lewis 1995: 76).  
The role of geographical boundaries and disputes is further complicated by the 
numerous religious sects and ethnic groups in Iraq. Three main groups prevail in Iraq: 
Shia, Sunni and Kurds; the most numerous being the Shiite Muslims concentrated in 
the underdeveloped South of Iraq. Divisions were created between Sunni and Shia 
Muslims in 680 when the Shia Imam al-Husayn (from the blood line of the Prophet 
Muhammad) was assassinated under orders from the Caliph YazƯd (Kennedy, 2004: 
3). This historical event cemented the Shia Muslims belief that those in positions of 
power should be direct descendents of the Prophet Muhammad. In comparison the 
Sunni believe that positions of power should be held by those with the greatest degree 
of religious expertise and knowledge (Nasr in Sharma et al, 1993: 434).  
Religious belief and ethnic grouping potently interacts with everyday life, determining 
ideas of gender, ethnicity, social structures and organisational hierarchies from 
households to tribes to political affiliation (Geddes 2004: 48). Traditionally, social 
custom and household structure in Iraq has been patriarchal, marriage oriented and 
based upon the specifically male interpretations of Islam. For example, that women 
have dangerous sexual power that must be contained (Hourani 1999: 442). As such 
women’s legal status in many Muslim countries was limited and determined by Islamic 
law and family status. Women were not permitted to work in the formal economy or 
socialise in the public sphere. This social order was based on the belief of the superior 
power and rights of men (Hanouri 1999: 122). Goodwin (1994: 30) and Moghadam 
(2003) both argue that the inequality suffered by women is ironic considering that the 
seventh century founder of Islam, Mohammad, was among the world’s greatest 
reformers on behalf of women. He abolished sex discriminating practices such as, 
female infanticide, slavery, and levirate (marriage between a man and his brother’s 
widow) and introduced concepts guaranteeing women’s right to inherit and control their 
own assets. However, these rights were not usually honored in rural areas (Hanouri 
1999: 122).  
There are various historical accounts of gender relations within Iraqi society that 
highlight when patriarchal structures were first challenged. Stanski (2005) argues that 
women were integrated into the job market in the 1920s and 1930s under the – United 
Kingdom imposed – Hashemite monarchy. Human Rights Watch (2006) and Hanouri 
(1999) argue that women’s rights only truly emerged in modern Iraq in the 1950s, 
though women’s liberation groups such as the Iraqi Women’s League and then more 
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Hussein embarked on a program to achieve rapid economic growth by placating labor 
shortages with the mass inclusion of women into the work place (Ismael & Ismael 
2004: 98). Under the rule of Saddam Hussein modified Shari'ah law was in operation. 
These laws defined and secured advanced rights for Iraqi women through Personal 
Status Law (PSL). The government promulgated laws specifically aimed at improving 
the status of women in the public, and to a more limited extent, the private spheres 
(Human Rights Watch 2006). Women in Iraq benefited from one of the most modern 
and permissive societies in the Middle East (Judd 2006). However women’s rights have 
suffered since the imposition of economic sanctions on Iraq in 1990 and the Gulf war of 
1991; as women’s mobility and access to the formal sector was restricted in an effort to 
ensure jobs for men and appease conservative religious and tribal groups (Human 
Rights Watch 2006).
Just as Iraqi women were anticipating a new era of democracy and freedom, following 
the 2003 U.S. led invasion, a wave of intimidation by extremist groups has arisen to 
crush their hopes (Judd 2006; Abdela 2005). Reports from a personal perspective of 
this new era in Iraq’s history have been severely limited due to the dangers of war and 
traditionally restricted role of women. A resource that consistently documents life in 
Baghdad during this chaotic period of invasion and democratisation are the online 
journals and blogspots of individuals living in Iraq. These blogspots provide insight into 
the everyday lives of Iraqi people and the effects of the occupation and democratisation 
upon religion and the dynamic role of women in Iraq. 
Mapping the Blogosphere: The Body in Cyberspace 
Following the invasion of Iraq numerous war blogs appeared in cyberspace, filling the 
gaps left by mainstream mediation of the war, often critiquing the latter (Redden 2003: 
162). Weblogs (or ‘blogs’) may be defined as web sites that are updated frequently; 
many contain links to other sites and commentary on the other sites’ content. Blogs 
reflect what the author/s are interested in conveying at any given time. ‘All posts to the 
blog are time-stamped with the most recent post at the top, creating a reverse 
chronological structure governed by spontaneity and novelty’ (Gurak et al 2006). 
Bloggers of the war produced a large volume of material on the war, encompassing a 
wide variety of positions.  
Gurak et al (2006) argues that by perceiving blogs as ‘rhetorical artifacts’ we are able 
to examine how they transform what it means to communicate online and what the 
social and cultural implications of these changes are. Harcourt (1999: xiii) suggests one 
social implication is that previously established modes of ownership, authorship, and 
legitimacy of content are broken down. Blogs allow anyone’s voice to be heard outside 
hierarchical models of information distribution and communication. Luke (2000: 521) 
suggests that this may pose a challenge to modernity’s grand narratives. Harcourt 
(1999: 21) believes the challenge is greater than this and that online communication 
poses a challenge to the way in which we understand the world and ourselves. For 
example, the place of gender in cyberspace is ambiguous and androgynous (Harcourt 
1999: 22). In the physical world gender is ‘a process of social construction, a system of 
social stratification, and an institution that structures every aspect of our lives because 
of its embeddedness in the family, the workplace, and the state, as well as in sexuality, 
language, and culture’ (Moghadam 2003: 15). The cost of one’s voice existing outside 
the mainstream realms of communication is the loss of the body as a social 
construction (Stratton 1997: 721). The implication of this ‘bodilessnes’ for bloggers is 
that people who are usually restricted by social conditions are relatively free to write 
about any topic. For example, a citizen in today’s Iraq could be assaulted for speaking 
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cyberspace he or she can write relatively freely. As a result of this personal insight into 
human thought and interactions weblogs offer, they have emerged as an essential 
channel for social science research (Castells 2004: 3). 
Research into the availability of blogspots commenting on the war in Iraq has located 
213 blogs by Iraq’s, with fewer written by women than men (Iraq blog Count 2006). 
Riverbend’s ‘Baghdad Burning’ was identified as a primary source. The blog is a self-
described ‘Girl Blog from Iraq... let's talk war, politics and occupation’, written 
anonymously by an Iraqi woman whose pseudonym is ‘Riverbend’. ‘Baghdad Burning’ 
commences on August 17, 2003 – five months after Iraq is invaded on the 20th of 
March, 2003 – and offers one citizen’s perspective on everyday life in Baghdad. 
Methodological problems encountered through internet based research include the risk 
of deception, for example: credibility of information and the true location and identity of 
the blogger. Riverbend’s weblog is not immune to these problems; however its 
credibility is increased as a result of publication by the reputable Feminist Press and 
Marion Boyars. It is also the third prize winner of the Letter Ulysses Award for the Art of 
Reportage and was long listed for the 2006 Samuel Johnson Prize for Non-Fiction. 
‘Baghdad Burning’ was monitored from June 21, 2005 to August 05, 2006. This 
selection of entries addresses a variety of issues pivotal to the democratisation 
process. The most frequently discussed issues or themes in this section are: the new 
government; the constitutional referendum and election; the lack of infrastructure; 
ethnic and religious conflict and the militias and fundamentalists. The following 
preliminary analysis of women’s rights in Iraq employs data from Riverbend addressing 
women’s rights as affected by the constitution and fundamentalists. 
Riverbend: Gender, Islam and Iraq
Women’s Rights and the new constitution  
Recognising and locating Riverbend within the culture of religious and ethnic groups in 
Iraq creates a foundation for the analysis of her responses. Riverbend provides a 
detailed description of how the war, occupation and democratisation have affected her 
life as a woman living in Iraq. Her commentary mixes politics and culture with personal 
stories and public life. This section will analyse Riverbend’s responses to: the role of 
religious politicians in Iraq, and how this effects upon the role of women in political 
process; the possible implications for women’s rights of incorporating Shari’ah (Islamic 
law) into the new Iraqi constitution; and the impact of fundamentalist violence upon 
women in Baghdad.
On the 15th of October 2005 the Iraqi people voted in a referendum to approve the new 
constitution. The constitution was passed on September 18, 2005 effectively making 
Iraq an Islamic federal democracy. The constitution grants the power for any 18 
provinces in Iraq to hold a referendum and form a federal region (Stilt 2005). The 
possibility of federal division in Iraq has contributed to the existing social chaos of daily 
battles between Iraqi resistance and foreign military forces, with a violent battle for 
political power, land and resources between groups. Shia, Sunni and Kurdish extremist 
groups contribute to ongoing violence, perpetuating lawlessness and chaos in Iraq 
(Diamond et al 2006). The new Governing Council must control these groups to create 
a secure Iraq for there to be economic stability; its attention is therefore split between 
oil and budget and amassing enough military force to subvert various militant groups 
(Al Awsy 2006). These issues, which require immediate action by the government, 
have necessitated the involvement of religious leaders in political processes in Iraq 
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Riverbend (Sunday, November 06, 2005) argues that as a result of social chaos and 
the influence of religious authorities women’s full participation in the political process 
was delayed. For example, no women were included in the nine-member rotating 
presidential council or committee working on constitutional reform (Stanski 2005: 211). 
Riverbend’s argument is supported by Hunt & Posa (2004) and Mahmoud (2006) who 
state that this was originally part of U.S. strategy to avoid preempting conservative 
backlash against women’s reforms and provoking conservative Muslim leaders. The 
Bush Administration did not want to contradict its anti-affirmative action policy by 
violating indigenous culture, and so ignored concerns for women’s rights. Adnan 
Pachachi, member of the Governing Council voiced concern: ‘they’re forcing a lot of 
changes on this society. Why not force this as well? Suddenly women’s rights are the 
red line?’ (Hunt & Posa 2004). Hunt & Posa (2004) and Riverbend argue this policy has 
set a precedent that will be hard to overcome. Moghadam (2003: 2) also argues the 
problem with the U.S. approach is that involving women becomes more difficult after 
U.S. forces entrench religious leaders in positions of power. 
Efrati (2006) argues that the lack of female representation in the cabinet guarantees 
women’s under-representation in the future. Presently, there are four female 
representatives in the 37-member cabinet of new Iraqi government; Riverbend argues 
these women are not representative of many women in Iraq (Friday September 23, 
2005).
Some of Allawi’s campaign posters show himself and Safiya Al-Suhail. I can only 
guess Safiya being used in his campaign posters is meant as a gesture to Iraqi 
women who have felt more oppressed this year than ever. The problem is that if 
there’s one woman Iraqi females can’t relate to- it’s Safiya Suhail (Riverbend 
Thursday December 15, 2005). 
Riverbend and Bechler (2006) note that the limited number of female members 
included in the constitutional process have also been marginalised and excluded from 
voting on legislation that directly affects the rights of women. For example, three female 
members of the Iraqi Governing Council (IGC) were not present when the controversial 
Resolution 137 was passed. Resolution 137 sought to abolish the Personal Status Law 
(PSL). One of the three female members stated ‘If I had been there, I would not have 
let it pass’ (Stanski 2005: 212). Resolution 137 was eventually dissolved as a result of 
women’s lobbying efforts (Stanski 2005: 213). 
Riverbend’s argument is supported by Abdela (2005), Judd (2006) and Stanski (2005: 
214) who also note that religious politicians have filled many of the positions of power 
in the cabinet and will therefore play a part in determining the meaning of power in 
Baghdad – for men and women. Cole (2006), Milton-Edwards (2006: 486) and 
Riverbend argue that women’s rights may be influenced by the role of conservative 
politicians and those allied with Dawa and SCIRI. The new government known as the 
United Iraqi Alliance (UIA) is composed of Dawa (The call) and The Supreme Council 
for the Islamic Republic of Iraq (SCIRI). In the 1980s numerous terrorist attacks were 
attributed to Dawa – originally a revolutionary Shiite religious party – Dawa therefore 
has an ambiguous background and relationship to extremism and fundamentalist 
Islamism (Cole 2005). The Sadrists (Muqtada Al-Sadr’s followers - fundamentalists) will 
also be represented through the position of Jaysh il Mahdi (Riverbend, Sunday 
November 06, 2005).  
A central religious figure in Iraq’s democratisation process is the Shia cleric Grand 
Ayatollah Ali Sistani. Sistani exercised the power to insert article (2): that no legislation 
could be passed by parliament that contravened the established laws of Islam, which 
has caused widespread concern amongst feminists, and Human rights activists (Mattar 
2005). Sistani has stated that he is not seeking an Islamic democracy in Iraq, however 
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religion and politics, representatives of the grand ayatollahs (i.e. the marjaiah) would 
play a highly visible and crucial role in framing the constitution, especially regarding the 
maintenance of Islamic identity. Ahrari (2005) argues that the entire involvement of 
Sistani since the US-led invasion of Iraq is an example of how the power of the 
marjaiah has been imposed upon the Bush Administration (Ahrari 2006). Hassan 
argues that the prominence of religious leaders reflects the matrix of Islam in which the 
unfolding process of democratisation is occurring. 
Al-Ali (2005), Mattar (2005) and Riverbend argue that under the power of certain 
constitutional articles the rights of women are now ambivalent. Articles (47); (2); and 
(39) of new Iraqi constitution have been widely criticised by women’s rights advocates 
such as Yanar Mohammed (2005) Director of the Organisation of Women’s Freedom in 
Iraq (OWFI) and Efrati (2006). Firstly, Riverbend argues that there is no guarantee of 
female representation from article (47), which states that women should make up 25% 
of the members of the Council of Representatives. The condition states that ‘voting 
laws aspire to achieve women’s representation on the Council of Representatives of a 
ratio of not less than quarter’ (Riverbend, Friday September 23, 2005). The problem for 
Riverbend is the key word aspire:
This translates accordingly: it isn't mandatory to have 25% women on the council-it 
is an aspiration … Instead of protecting women’s rights from those conditions, 
which are to be found in an Iranian style theocracy, supporters of the draft are able 
to refer to this condition, which claims to protect women’s rights (Riverbend, Friday 
September 23, 2005).  
Bechler (2006: 1) notes that in the last election this legislation did not serve to uphold 
the percentage of women in parliament. Women lost sixteen seats, as numbers fell to 
the twenty-five percent minimum, and have been marginalised in negotiations for 
government positions. 
Secondly, Riverbend notes that the Personal Status Law (mentioned earlier) is included 
in the new constitution; however it is outlined as an option next to Shari’ah 
interpretations of the PSL. Article (39) addressing personal status, states that Iraqis are 
free to choose between civil or religious family law; the religious option has been firmly 
secured with article (2): 
Article (2): Islam is the official religion of the state and is a basic source of 
legislation, and no law that contradicts its fixed principles and rules may be 
passed. No law can be passed that contradicts the principles of democracy, or the 
rights and basic freedoms outlined in this constitution (Riverbend, Saturday 
September 17, 2005). 
However, the phrasing in article (39) does not refer explicitly to the alternative of 
recourse to civil family law (Efrati 2005). Riverbend, Efrati (2005) and Mattar (2005) 
argue that due to the combined meaning of these articles the rights of women are 
ambivalent. All details involving family law have been deferred to future legislators and 
therefore, to the overarching power of Islamic law (ShariԹah) and interpretation by 
Islamic jurists. ShariԹah is defined as ‘God’s way represented by human law and also 
the way to the fulfillment of the divine will through ones personal devotion to living a 
righteous life’ (Abou El Fadl, 2004: 18, 123). Hunt & Posa (2004); Efrati (2006); 
Moghadam (2005) and Riverbend (2006) argue that women’s rights may be challenged 
by patriarchal interpretations of Islamic law. This is because Shari’ah has developed 
historically in a patriarchal realm of sexual politics where the needs and rights of 
women were subordinated to the needs and wants of men (Hourani 2002: 439). 
Mernissi (1991: 3) argues that Shari’ah law and the Qur’an have been wrongly used to 
justify and reinforce the segregation of society according to sex. Riverbend (Saturday 
September 17, 2005) also argues that the problem is not with Islam, the problem is with 
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Moghadam (2003: 4) states that through these interpretations the meaning of the 
Qur’an has been ‘ripped from its historical, linguistic, literary, and psychological 
contexts and then been continually recontextualised in various cultures and according 
to the ideological needs of various actors’.  
The role of Muslim religious scholars or jurists is crucial in this instance, as they will be 
deciding whether certain Islamic rules regarding women’s rights are part of Islamic 
legislation and thus immutable or, part of Islamic jurisprudence and thus presumptive 
(subject to interpretation) in nature. These rules include: the issue of double 
inheritance; the right of a husband to discipline his wife; and the right of Islamic women 
to divorce their husbands (Mattar 2005). These areas are yet to be defined in the 
constitution. A possible outcome may be that if the right of women to divorce their 
husband is defined under ‘divine’ immutable law, then women will not be permitted to 
divorce under the Shari’ah law; if it is part of Islamic jurisprudence then the woman’s 
right is dependent upon the judgment and interpretation of the jurists – which may alter 
over time and place (Al-Ali 2005; Mattar 2005). Efrati (2005) argues that this 
constitution will ‘pave the way for a future conservative parliament to legislate women’s 
rights half a century into the past’. Riverbend states that the final draft of the 
constitution brings Resolution 137 back to life and that women's rights won't be 
apparent until the Personal Status Law is defined clearly (Riverbend, Saturday 
September 17, 2005). Riverbend’s view is supported by the Iraqi Women’s Movement 
(IWM), who want the constitution to recognise women’s human rights as mother, 
worker and citizen (Deen 2005). 
Women’s Rights: Streets of Baghdad 
Riverbend’s documentation of life in post-Saddam Iraq reveals that the rise of 
fundamentalism and social chaos in Iraq has impaired the role of women not only in the 
realm of politics but in civil society. Stanski (2005: 198) argues that women’s 
involvement in civil society is integral to the democratic process, as they will be key 
actors in transforming Iraqi political and social culture, through the formation of NGOs 
such as Women’s Alliance for Democratic Iraq (WADI). On the streets of Baghdad, 
women’s rights activist Nada Synca (in Al-Janabi July 17, 2006) argues that the 
situation for women is worsening by the day. Riverbend is supported by Al Awsy 
(2006), Judd (2006) and Stanski (2005) in her argument that women’s rights have 
declined significantly since the democratisation process was initiated in Iraq in 2003. 
Bechler (2005), Al-Janabi (2006), Cole (2006) and Judd (2006) report an increase in 
fundamentalist activity, which is having a negative impact against women’s freedom 
and human rights. Historically, Islamic fundamentalism has affected the role of Iraqi 
women for three interrelated reasons: firstly, historical readings of the Qur’an 
developed in a patriarchal realm of sexual politics where the needs and rights women 
were subordinated to the needs and wants of men for power and authority; secondly, 
women are symbolic of the sanctity and honor of the Muslim home; and finally, the 
integration of women into the public sphere is viewed by fundamentalists as a process 
of ‘Westernisation’ (Lewis 1998: 207). 
I will briefly discuss three of the major, interrelated outcomes of fundamentalist activity 
upon women, these include: restricted movement; forced veiling and employment 
discrimination. Riverbend describes the effect of heightened religious activity upon the 
everyday reality of life in Baghdad: 
Sadr’s militia control parts of Iraq now. Just a couple of days ago, his militia, with 
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of Karbala. Women weren’t allowed in the marketplace and shop owners were 
complaining that their businesses were suffering. Welcome to the new Iraq 
(Riverbend, Wednesday May 31, 2006). 
Women’s movement in the public sphere is a historically sensitive issue, which is now 
determined by their willingness to veil. Veiling is an important historical issue in the 
rights of Muslim women. Prior to the fall of Saddam women had begun wearing he 
hijab out of choice as a sign of empowerment, however women are increasingly being 
forced to veil. Riverbend argues that she and other women (friends and family) have 
been forced into wearing the hijab for the first time in their life. This is to comply with 
the demands of fundamentalists and ensure ones own saftey: 
For me, June marked the first month I don’t dare leave the house 
without a hijab, or headscarf… Going around bare-headed in a car or 
in the street also puts the family members with you in danger… you 
risk being attacked (Riverbend, Saturday August 05, 2006). 
Riverbend argument is supported by Mahmoud (2006) (head of the Organisation of 
Women’s Freedom in Iraq) who reports that the hijab has become compulsory attire. 
Bechler (2006) reports that very few women outside Baghdad now walk the streets 
without it and are being encouraged to adopt the veil by Iraqi ministers. Riverbend 
states that there are no laws that state women must veil, however:  
There are the men in head-to-toe black and turbans, the extremists 
and fanatics who were liberated by the occupation, and to some point, 
you tire of the defiance. You no longer want to be seen… it’s easier to 
blend in with the masses shrouded in black. If you’re a female you 
don’t want the attention (Riverbend, Saturday August 05, 2006). 
Busha (in Bechler 2006) reports that activists have been targeted and killed over the 
issue of women’s rights and the veil. Riverbend states that female bodies have been 
recovered, some with the veil attached as a warning to other women who refuse to 
comply with demands of fundamentalists. Many young women are now terrified of 
religious groups (Bechler 2006). 
Riverbend states that this climate of fear affects women’s ability to travel to work (or 
any destination) safely. The right to work has also been undermined by government 
officials. Synca (in Al-Janabi, July 17, 2006) states that the Ministry of Transportation 
has denied women entrance to their workplace because they are wearing make-up – 
even if they are veiled. Riverbend worked as a computer technician, however after the 
U.S. led invasion she was informed that there was no longer work for her. She states 
that was dismissed because she is a woman. Women’s rights advocate Busha (in 
Bechler 2006) states; those women returning to work are encouraged to veil by some 
new ministries.
Iraq’s Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki pledged in July 2006 to improve women’s rights in 
response to continued pressure from Women’s Rights activists and female political 
representatives such as, Maysoun al-Damalougi to clarify the rights of women (Al Awsy 
2006). The greatest fear Riverbend has for women’s rights, is that they will be subject 
to a similar theocratic religious-moral code that subverts the rights of Iranian women, 
she states: “Congratulations Americans- not only are the hardliner Iranian clerics 
running the show in Iran- they are also running the show in Iraq” (Riverbend, Sunday 
November 06, 2005). 
Conclusion
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This review offers a critical, historical perspective on the effects of democratisation on 
the women of Iraq by bringing together the literature on Iraqi history, religion and 
culture prior to and after the U.S. lead invasion and democratisation process. The 
information and responses to the democratisation process in Iraq encountered in 
weblogs often disagree with the official commentaries of the Bush administration on the 
progress of the democratic process. Analysis of Riverbend’s blog ‘Baghdad Burning’ 
shows that there is fear amongst Iraqi women that gender equality in Iraq may 
deteriorate in the coming years due to the US led occupation and support for a 
religiously oriented government in Iraq. In sum, women’s rights have been sidelined in 
political processes due to: chaos and civil war in Iraq, the delay of female participation 
in the political process; and the incorporation of Shari’ah law in the new constitution. 
This research highlights two findings; that women in Iraq both Muslim and non-Muslim, 
experience fewer human rights and freedoms under the Bush Administration’s 
Democratic Iraq than they did under Saddam Hussein’s military dictatorship. 
Furthermore, Iraqi women not conforming to strict Islamic codes of dress and behavior 
are not protected by the new Iraqi constitution from rising fundamentalist violence. The 
battle for legalised women’s rights is not a so-called ‘women’s issue’ and Iraqi women 
like Riverbend illustrate that women are still at the centre of new social movements for 
equality in Iraq’s civil society and ‘democratic’ process. 
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